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groundbreaking book explores these compelling questions and more by

providing a thorough introduction to the assumptions, theories, terminology,
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proper names respectively. It is the first comprehensive resource on the topic

in a single volume and explores the history and development of toponyms,

focusing on the conceptual and methodological issues pertinent to the study of
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studies illustrating the structure, function, and importance of toponyms from
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Preface

Since 1876, when the term toponymy was used for the first time in English

(according to the Oxford English Dictionary), studies on place names have

proliferated, covering the large majority of the areas of the world and investi-

gating toponyms according to different, multifaceted approaches (intensive,

extensive, qualitative, quantitative, etymological, geographical, statistical, crit-

ical, sociological, political, and so on) and through multidisciplinary and

interdisciplinary perspectives.

The study of ancient place names can be configured as a sort of ‘archaeology

of language’ that allows us to uncover many facets of our past’ and even

discover remote changes in population and settlement dynamics which date

back to before any form of writing and written documentation was invented.

The historical-linguistic, historical-phonetic, and etymological reconstruction

of place names developed by toponymists can be compared to the patient

detective work of archaeologists in excavation sites and on archaeological

findings. Both involve the slow, careful, and meticulous uncovering of many

prehistoric and historical layers, in order to understand when an artefact was

made and, in the context of toponymy, when a place name was coined. The

recovery of the different diachronic stages of the morphology of a toponym can

be configured as a ‘toponymic stratigraphy’ that can lead us far back in time to

its proto-form and root. Indeed, place names are among the few surviving

vestiges of prehistoric human communities, and their study can help us to open

a window through which we may view facets of their lives and events that

happened before what is properly called history.

At the same time, the sociolinguistic and sociological study of toponyms

allows us to understand the everyday relations between human beings and their

places and place names. This synchronic view of toponyms enables us to

analyse the many implications, at the cultural, social, political, societal, and,

ultimately, personal/intimate levels, arising from the mutual interaction

between people and their naming practices. Toponyms are part of the cultural

identity of individuals and, hence, are affected by the social and linguistic

changes people undergo. The naming practices human beings implement on

places are, generally, aimed at safeguarding their memory, celebrating what

xiii
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they deem worthy, and commemorating important events and people.

However, they can also have the opposite use, that is, to ‘delete’ history, and

to make individuals and historical facts fall into forgetfulness.

The link to landscape, the identity-making and deep perception of a name of

a place by local speakers, or the total loss of its origins and the stories generated

around its possible explanation by the same local speakers, the pride connected

with a toponym, or the simple familiarity with it have been ‘always there’ in the

memory of individuals. They all are intangible components of the strength and

value of place names, which go beyond their analytical and linguistic study and

which ingenerate in human beings a sort of ‘feeling of (or for) the places’,

which, in turn, becomes part of the cultural heritage of people and their

collective memory.

This ‘feeling of the places’ reverberates in the intimate relationship between

the landscape, its landmarks, and its names. This intimate relationship would

not exist without the people who give names to the elements of their environ-

ment, the actual naming subjects. They are a necessary and fundamental social

component that materially produces and perpetuates those names, in a naming

process that is not only a natural ‘linguistic procedure’ – to give a name to what

is still unnamed – but also reflects the deep, spontaneous, necessary, intellec-

tual, and even sentimental connections between human beings, the territory and

landscape, and land and places. Robert Macfarlane wonderfully describes these

relations, among his other works, in his celebrated book Landmarks (2016),

and we (as well as more or less everyone in the world, probably) have experi-

enced the same feeling when, in our childhood, we were walking in the

countryside with our grandparents, who were unveiling to us a whole world

made of stories and memories connected with the names of the places and their

landmarks – a heritage beautifully portrayed, among others, by Margaret

Gelling and Ann Cole in their extraordinary book The Landscape of Place-

Names (2000) and by Anna Pavord in her truly remarkable work titled

Landskipping (2016). Heritage, memories, and place names, being intangible

and largely undocumented, are cultural components which, every day, are at

risk of being lost. However, while place names exist and are passed down from

generation by generation by people, and studied and recorded by scholars, that

heritage, those memories, and the attachment to the places will never be really

lost, because they are (sometimes enigmatically) attested and preserved in the

names themselves, the names of the places.

The task of all current and future toponymists starts exactly from there, from

the need, which is configurable as a mission, to document and recover the

origins and the stories of those names, to return them to the new generations,

and, through them, to safeguard the ‘feeling of the places’, the intrinsic nature

of the deep and ancestral relationship between human beings and their

xiv Preface
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landscapes, lands, territories, landmarks, and the atavistic memories connected

with them.

All this goes beyond linguistics, or history, or geography, and the analytical

study of place names allows scholars to portray, or at least to draft, a more or

less comprehensive picture and context of the toponyms. This context includes

the culture of the human beings who coined those place names and of all the

generations of individuals who, consciously or unconsciously, contributed to

their survival, by passing them down over centuries and even millennia simply

by using them, talking about them, and ‘speaking’ them.

The fact that, besides written records, place names are essentially ‘told’ and

‘spoken’ by people makes them pure linguistic entities shaped, over time, by

the natural ‘making of the language’. They are made by individuals, and this

uninterrupted naming process connects all humans with each other. Toponyms

change, in their morphology and semantics, over time exactly because they

follow the path of human communication and the linguistic shifts that arise due

to the diachronic evolution of languages. They are also sometimes ‘fossils’

because they do not always align with the historical development of the

common lexical items of a language, and therefore they assume, somehow,

their own typical and individual morphology, sometimes enigmatic, sometimes

incompatible with the general sound laws regulating the diachronic changes of

a language. The toponymic evolution they experience, nonetheless, is almost

always produced by linguistic phenomena which are ‘living’, since place

names are ‘told’ and ‘spoken’, and this therefore makes of them a very specific

(or special) category of ‘linguistic fossils’. Indeed, in a way, they are ‘living’

toponymic records, also because they are sometimes possibly the only surviv-

ing evidence of a remote past and of remote stages of a language. Very ancient

place names are still in existence in our times, and this makes them very

valuable linguistic relics.

Toponyms, actually, are not easy to define. A common phrase uttered in the

classroom by Dr Francesco Perono Cacciafoco is, ‘a place name is a place

name’, and this self-evident, very simple tautology is, perhaps, the best explan-

ation of what a place name is, because a place name is everything we wrote

above and a lot more. A toponym shows, in itself, a sort of cultural syncretism,

which is unsuspected when we first start to deal with it. A place name,

generally, is taken for granted, and rarely people wonder about its origins or

original meaning or its histories or even the stories which surround it.

Therefore, it is ‘simple’ because it is ‘just a word’ heard or used in everyday

life. Being ‘simple’, there seems to be no reason to investigate it. However, we

know that a place name is not simple at all, and that a true etymological

reconstruction of a toponym could require a whole paper or a book in itself

to explicate it. Everything is in the name, its history, its etymological origins, its

xvPreface
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original meaning, the stories connected with it, and its cultural impact. All,

therefore, comes from the name.

Not many people realise that the historical-linguistic study of place names is

one of the keys to cracking the code of the ancient origins of languages and to

answer the fundamental question: ‘what came before?’. What came before,

throughout the different stages of our current languages and of the languages

and proto-languages from which our languages derive? What came before our

times and the times before ours, and before our ancestors and their ancestors?

What do we know of the culture and beliefs of peoples so ancient that they left

no written memory, because writing had not been invented in their times yet?

What came before place names and before places got those names, in a time

when the first humans with language started giving names to their world?

Sometimes, the historical-linguistic study of toponyms allows us to ‘feel’ the

auroral sensation of our most remote ancestors, who, in a possibly terrible and

extremely dangerous existence, as life would have been in prehistoric times,

nonetheless had the privilege, for the first time, of giving names to the features

of their world. Indeed, ideally they, the above-mentioned first ‘naming sub-

jects’, were at a specific point in time (of course, varying chronologically and

geographically from place to place, and with varying dynamics of language

disappearance and regeneration) the first ones to coin names for ‘all things’

and, indeed, for their places. They were the ‘first namers’. Finding out who they

were and the languages they were speaking is the focus, or the ultimate mission,

of a historical linguist, as well as of a toponymist dealing with the historical-

linguistic analysis of place names. That is, to try to reconstruct their names for

places and to give us a sense of how the languages of those remote and long-

forgotten ancestors sounded.

Convergently, the documentary study of place names, an important compo-

nent of research in language documentation and field linguistics, enables

scholars to work on toponyms at two different, but interrelated, levels. On

one hand, a field linguist dealing with aboriginal and/or Indigenous toponymy

in undocumented and endangered linguistic contexts gives an irreplaceable

contribution to document and safeguard languages which are at high risk of

disappearance. On the other hand, by studying local place names and docu-

menting them, the field linguist is able not only to hypothesise and establish

links among place names within the same language or within languages

belonging to the same language family, but also has the possibility to outline

a sort of ‘diachronic stratigraphy’ of those place names, and to infer theories on

their relatedness and their development over time. Despite working with

generally undocumented languages, the morphological comparison of place

names and the assessment of their role in the general linguistic context of

a newly documented language enable the researcher to establish internal rela-

tions and filiation processes among aboriginal and/or Indigenous place names

xvi Preface
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(and also common lexical items). This can be done even when the place names

do not allow for a precise and chronological reconstruction at the level of

diachronic development, and generally the linguist is able to answer, at least

partly, the fundamental above-mentioned question: ‘what came before?’.

A sociological and sociolinguistic approach to the study of place names,

such as those connected with critical toponymies and political toponymy, is

essential in interpreting and analysing toponyms. In these approaches, the place

names are not treated as prehistoric ‘living fossils’ or undocumented lexical

items which can reveal significant elements of an ancient or an aboriginal and/

or Indigenous culture, but as ‘living’ linguistic elements actively or passively

interacting with speakers hic et nunc or, at least, in modern and contemporary

times. The sociological and sociolinguistic approach to the study of place

names, therefore, enables the researchers to put their finger on the pulse of

a community and to analyse toponyms in their dynamics connected both with

modern and contemporary societies and their developments, and with the

sociological aspects of their nature as ‘linguistic items’ in living languages.

In this context, this study of toponymy could be defined as ‘synchronic’, even if

it always contemplates a diachronic interpretation of societies and sociolin-

guistic elements.

The motivation for this book originated from a course in toponymy and

toponomastics taught by Dr Perono Cacciafoco. The module was a successful

and pioneering attempt to introduce topics in toponymy and toponomastics to

undergraduate students through an interdisciplinary approach involving histor-

ical linguistics, etymology, language documentation, human geography, histor-

ical geography, urban geography, history, palaeoanthropology, archaeology,

and sociology.

One main challenge in teaching that course was the lack of an authoritative

and reliable text on toponymy and toponomastics. Without a single guiding

reference, the module was based on the large scientific literature available,

which was, unavoidably, somewhat dispersed. What was needed was, there-

fore, a general and comprehensive source to be used as an exact and timely

reference on the discipline of toponymy in itself, with a standardisation of the

specialised terminology and with a consistent apparatus of examples aimed at

triggering and nurturing the interest of students and young scholars towards the

study of place names. Hence, the idea of this book. An academic reference text

in toponymy and toponomastics was born. A volume like this requires balance

in the use of the sources and in the choice and explanation of examples. With

this in mind, this book aims at being a solid and, at the same time, agile source

and reference for students and scholars interested in place names, their history,

and their analysis. Indeed, the goal of the large set of case studies provided in

this volume is to enable readers to start their journey in toponymy as proactive

researchers.
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A book like this, by necessity, has to be ‘general’, both in its theoretical

contents and in the comments and explanations of examples which it presents.

‘General’, nonetheless, does not mean ‘simplistic’ or ‘generic’. Indeed, every

academic reference text needs to be selective, and it was therefore not possible

to include in this volume toponyms from all the language families of the world

or examples from all the linguistic contexts. Nonetheless, readers can find well-

documented case studies, which have been carefully chosen because of their

paradigmatic nature, as they offer deeply founded methodological examples

and patterns which can be applied (with the unavoidable required adjustments

depending on their different contexts) to toponymic reconstructions from all

over the world. Besides the academic and scientific rigour in delineating each

context and the related case studies, this book also has the courage to deal with

advanced topics in historical-linguistic and toponymic reconstruction, which,

sometimes, are examined through experimental approaches. For instance,

readers will be introduced to the notion of ‘pre-language’, which, in some

aspects, is controversial or not considered fundamental in historical linguistics,

but which is essential in the screening and assessment of the nature of very

ancient place names. In this book, we will also grapple with the concept of

‘language contact in prehistoric times’, which is believed by some linguists to

be problematic and difficult to prove for very remote eras. We take the stance

that place names, in the absence of written records or material culture findings,

can sometimes help us to hypothesise the existence of very ancient linguistic

roots and proto-forms, and to reconstruct possible movements of populations

and settlement dynamics.

One of the main contributions of this volume is to sort out a plethora of

toponymic terms and definitions and, finally, lay out a definitive nomenclature

for all the sub-disciplines and technical lexicons in toponomastics. Up to now,

there have not been clear definitions given to the different approaches in the

field, and the terminology has been vague and applied differently by different

scholars. This has created somewhat of a confusing situation in toponymy. We

may not be the first to have used labels such as ‘historical toponomastics’,

‘diachronic toponymy’, and ‘synchronic toponymy’. However, in this volume,

we finally give these terms their rightful place and importance in the field and

eliminate the ambiguity and vagueness which characterised them. As such, in

this book, we have clearly distinguished the sub-disciplines of toponymy and

given all the technical terms out there their proper and logical explanations and

place. For example, probably for the first time, ‘historical toponomastics’ is

defined as the historical reconstruction of toponyms through the analysis of

available written sources and documents, while ‘diachronic toponymy’ is the

study of place names in the absence of written and documented records.

‘Synchronic toponymy’, in turn, is also clearly presented as the analysis of

toponyms in the context of the hic et nunc (modern and contemporary times) at
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the cultural and sociological level. We also take the opportunity to explain very

specific and interrelated contexts of the study of place names, by providing, for

example, the clear definitions of key concepts and thematic areas.

Indeed, the development and establishment of notions and sub-disciplines in

toponymy is part of our efforts to systematise epistemological contents and

technical terminology in this field, and to provide students and scholars with

a source which is accurate and complete not only at the level of details and

examples, but also at the theoretical and terminological level. By formalising

and standardising a technical lexicon in toponymy, we aim to express topo-

nymic notions with exactness and clarity and to give substance to a toponymic

vocabulary relevant to both students and scholars.

Examples are provided from a large range of languages, language families,

cultural contexts, societal environments, and epistemological approaches. Of

course, a volume like this should, ideally, deal with all the place names of the

world, in a sort of hubris-project à la Bouvard et Pécuchet. However, that

would be impossible for this book, or any book. Despite this, we have tried to

provide readers with a significant number of consistent and exhaustive case

studies which will accompany students and scholars through their journey into

toponymy and which will enhance their understanding of the related theoretical

notions and issues.

Toponymy is studied in this book according to a very comprehensive

approach, both at the historical and historical-linguistic level and at the cultural

and sociological level. Place names, therefore, are on the one hand recon-

structed etymologically, with plenty of case studies and examples to help

readers to follow etymological processes and theories, and on the other hand

they are examined according to their relations with cultures, societies, and

civilisations, in order to understand not only their historical and linguistic

origins, but also the role they play in people’s everyday life.

The book consists of ten chapters, generally associating a theoretical com-

ponent with consistent examples or case studies. This provides readers not only

with the necessary set of technical notions inherent in toponymy and topono-

mastics and the specific subtopics of each chapter, but also with detailed case

studies that corroborate the theoretical concepts. The aim is to accompany

readers through the study of the methodologies and the analyses of relevant

examples. Methods applied are not only from linguistics (e.g., the comparative

method and the use and/or reconstruction of sound laws in the historical

interpretation of place names), but are derived from a mutual association of

all the above-mentioned disciplines which are involved in the study of top-

onymy. The methodologies discussed in this book are, therefore, multidiscip-

linary in their nature and, sometimes, experimental.

Each chapter of the volume is focussed on a specific topic or conceptual

macro-area. However, we have tried to make sure that each section is not
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a ‘watertight compartment’. Each chapter, therefore, despite being aimed at

introducing readers to specific notions and examples, makes reference and

links to the relevant parts in other chapters and other significant sources, all

according to an expressly designed progressive learning path. This is an

integral component of the epistemological discourse of the book that takes

readers by the hand in a journey into toponymy and toponomastics.

In particular, Chapter 1 is a general but comprehensive introduction to the

basic concepts and terminology of toponymy and toponomastics and to the

study of place names as a whole; Chapter 2 is a discussion of the study of

toponymy under the lens of language change and introduces the notions of

‘historical toponomastics’, ‘diachronic toponymy’, and ‘synchronic top-

onymy’; Chapter 3 explores different aspects and epistemological elements

of historical toponomastics; Chapter 4 illustrates how the study of toponymy

can help linguists in reconstructing proto-languages and introduces the theor-

etical dichotomy between the notions of ‘pre-language’ and ‘proto-language’;

Chapter 5 deals with topics and issues in diachronic toponymy and with how

toponyms can be studied in communities in the absence of any historical

document; Chapter 6 is focussed on the links between landscape, landscape

sciences, and toponymy, and on how resources from these disciplines can

be used to improve the etymological reconstruction of place names;

Chapter 7 investigates the interaction between historical toponomastics and

historical geography and, in particular, shows how evidence from historical-

geographical resources aids the reconstruction of place names; Chapter 8 deals

with the notion of ‘synchronic toponymy’, its methods, and its applications, and

explores in detail sociopolitical factors in naming practices, presenting new and

more current approaches to toponymy, such as critical toponymies and the notion

of ‘commodification of place names’; Chapter 9 examines the relation between

place names and society and its sociological and sociolinguistic implications,

dealing in particular with the power relations within communities and with how,

in postcolonial times, Indigenous people have tried to reclaim their traditional

place names; Chapter 10 focusses on the strong link between cartography and

toponymy and on the relevance of toponymic data in historical cartography.

Throughout this book, scholars and students are therefore accompanied, step

by step, through the analysis and reconstruction of the history and intrinsic

elements of place names and, by following the unravelling of a linguistic and

sometimes philological reasoning, they are able to ideally draw a sort of

‘identikit’ of those toponyms, and to unveil their stories. Place names, indeed,

tell us stories which can often date back hundreds of thousands of years, and

they do that just by carrying within themselves ‘simple’ phonemes or mor-

phemes which are, on closer inspection, not that ‘simple’, or not ‘simple’ at all,

and are in actual fact a whole universe.
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All the contents of this volume show how toponymy is a multidisciplinary

and interdisciplinary study in nature, and to what extent a specific expertise in

different fields is necessary to the toponymist to conduct and develop

a comprehensive and consistent research of place names. The practice of

toponymy also requires competence in historical and philological studies,

both at the level of archive investigation and at the textual interpretation

level, especially so when the toponymist has to deal with written documents

and (possibly ancient) manuscripts. Moreover, the capacity of being able to

analyse literary works (with the required background of specific knowledge) is

essential in interconnecting the study of toponymy with literature and with

toponymic contents of texts which are artistically and culturally significant for

human communities and human beings. A deep cultural sensitivity and a firm

belief in the scientific mission of linguistic and anthropological investigations

are indispensable in the practice of preserving undocumented languages, and

these are the foundations of the field linguistics approach to toponymy. Indeed,

aboriginal and/or Indigenous place names and their study are an essential

component of the safeguarding and documentation of endangered cultural

contexts.

The toponymists of the future should, possibly, become ‘global toponymists’,

removing all political implications from the term ‘global’ and interpreting it

as ‘all-embracing’, ‘multifaceted’, ‘interdisciplinary’, ‘multidisciplinary’, and

‘polymathic’. This, of course, without losing their focus on the place names

themselves, on the disciplinary goals, and on the scientific mission of toponymy.

This volume, therefore, aims at providing the toponymists and the topony-

mists of the future with what we feel is a useful tool to accompany them in

a journey through the fields of toponymy and toponomastics and to guide them

across the analytical study of place names. An academic book cannot ever

replace the everyday practice of research and the experience gained through

individual learning and progression in knowledge, but can provide readers with

hermeneutic and epistemological instruments which can lay an indispensable

foundation for their path. We hope that, along the way, they will encounter

many discoveries and the unsuspected but pleasant surprises that toponymy can

provide. All the parts of this work could surely be expanded, and they could

definitely generate specific books in themselves. Nonetheless, we feel that

a volume like this should be a solid and robust synthesis aimed at being

a guide to students and scholars as a starting point and encouragement in

research, and that it has to be necessarily ‘self-contained’ not in its purpose,

but in its contents. It is the task of the toponymists of the future to possibly write

the books originating from each chapter of this volume, and we wish them all

the best in their endeavours, which will surely deeply enrich our knowledge of

this wonderful field of study. Therefore, sapere aude!
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As a parting note, we would like to remind our readers that toponyms are not

‘just names’. As we have explained and will expand on in the book, these

simple names are often anything but simple, and are able to survive for

thousands of years, to overcome dramatic events, and to tell us unexpected

tales and unveil unsuspected truths. It is enough to ‘listen to’ these names and,

when ‘listening’ is not enough, to study and to investigate them, in a silent and

uninterrupted dialogue with them. They will then reveal to us their unwritten

stories and, in a way, allow us to give a voice back to our ancestors who crafted

them.

Like the pilgrims on the route to Santiago de Compostela (the Camino de

Santiago), we would like to close this book with the encouragement, for our

readers: ultreia et suseia!
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